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Oxford University Press publishes a series on Landmark Papers in various medical specialities. In the publishers own words, the series aims to 'provide a detailed review of core examples of novel research and seminal papers that have paved the way for breakthroughs in clinical management. ' A volume entitled 'Landmark Papers in Nephrology', published in 2013, is the most recent addition to this series. This book has been edited by John Feehally, Christopher McIntyre and J Stewart Cameron and is divided into 20 chapters covering nearly the entire specialty of nephrology. The papers included in this volume therefore cover an enormous breadth of topics, starting appropriately with 19th century research into the glomerular structure and function. The remaining 19 chapters deal with a wide range of topics, from early research into glomerular disease to procedures and treatments, such as kidney biopsy and dialysis, and finally delve into the more 'contemporary' matters, including transplantation and epidemiology. As described in the preface, the authors and editors had a difficult task in selecting 200 papers they felt best delineated the landmarks of renal research over several centuries, and their choices had to be subjective. We found the selection to be very appropriate and also appreciate that the book, with 450 pages, is not too vast in scope and length, while also being very readable.
Each chapter begins with a brief overview of the history of the topic at hand. For example, the introductory chapter on haemodialysis (Chapter 12) describes the growth and development of dialysis from Willem Kolff to the present state of advancement, putting the different milestones and discoveries into perspective. The book then provides the title, the names of all authors and the abstract of each selected article and gives a short assessment of the importance of each publication and its relevance to current clinical practice. These assessments are generally well done, brief and to the point, although they do not always provide a truly critical analysis. We would have liked the authors to offer, in addition to the positive appraisal of these selections, a bit more reflection on their flaws and weaknesses as well. Incidentally, it would have been an interesting idea to also include some high-level publications that did not stand the test of time, which could offer an interesting and thought-provoking perspective to analyse where researchers went wrong.
Overall, this book is unique and, as far as we could ascertain, without rival in what it accomplishes, i.e. to delineate the history of our specialty on the basis of its seminal publications. It also provides an interesting view of nephrology as a whole and a variety of subspecialties included under the umbrella of renal medicine. This impressive collection of papers never ceases to amaze its readers. They will also discover relatively unknown publications, which have nonetheless had a profound influence on today's daily clinical work.
As with any multi-author volume of this scope, there are drawbacks and limitations. Is anything missing? Not really, although we would have appreciated a short separate chapter on small vessel vasculitis rather than just covering it in the chapter on secondary glomerular disease. We are also missing a red line of thought that would lead the reader through the history of nephrology. The overview pages to each chapter are not truly linked, as is to be expected in a multi-author work, and it is a bit heavy to read at times and lacking some illustrations. For example, one could have depicted the original layout of each paper, in order to add a historical flavour. Similarly, while taking a tour through the history of nephrology, it would have been interesting to find out a little more about the men and women behind the 200 papers listed here. Who were they and what became of them? A photograph of some of the first and/or senior authors together with a brief biography would have been well worth the additional cost and effort and could have increased the value of this interesting book.
What is the niche for this book and who should buy it? First and foremost, it has to be said that it is truly unique. It will be quite useful for seasoned nephrologists and trainees alike, especially if they want to take a closer look at the origins of our current clinical practice. Young researchers may find it thought provoking as well in that one can learn how seminal discoveries and renal research evolved throughout the centuries. This book may not provide the entire realm of clinical evidence, and the readers may not always agree with the selection of papers, but what it does well is give a fascinating insight into the history of our specialty and presents many of the groundbreaking papers that shaped this history. It may also come in handy when preparing lectures and manuscripts in that it provides access to a topic in a way not available anywhere else in the literature. We thoroughly enjoyed reading it and find it a very useful addition to our book shelf.
